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The Catholic Irishman 
I am human. I am a man. I am Catholic. I am Irish. 

 
 

 
My weekend in Portglenone monastery 

 
It was a cold, dreary night in early December when I 
pulled up to the big white door of the Guesthouse, at 
Our Lady of Bethlehem Abbey in Portglenone, County 
Antrim. I could see dim lights in windows nestled in 
far off corners, and I received the sighing wind, 
crooning through trees and unseen corridors. Nothing 
moved. Above me my Queen gazed down, and 
lovingly willed my entry 
with her Christ child’s 
blessing. I moved forward.  
 
It was in the lobby that I 
met my counsel. A tall, 
broad man greeted me with 
a smile, a simple nod of 
the head and a thick 
Armagh accent. Several 
doors surrounded him 
leading off to unknown 
haunts and crevices. I took 
him for shy in a manner, as 
a man less accustomed to 
social converse, or at least 
more in favor of 
reservation, but I was wrong. What I mistook for 
timidity was later revealed to be a heartfelt humility 
and a longing for peace with our Lord. He was a man 
who knew much, and yet here he was taking time from 
his routine to receive me, with warmth as sincere as 
were he attending to Christ Himself. “Hello,” he said, 
“I am Father Celsus. I am the Abbot here. You are 
very welcome. How was your drive?” It was good. 
 
He showed me upstairs to my quarters and as we 
walked he introduced me to the layout of the building 
and the grounds outside. I was a good hour late, and 
by that time the Cistercian monks of the monastery 
were asleep, but Abbot Dom Celsus gave no 
indication of inconvenience. After I had settled my 
bags, he sat with me in conversation as I ate. He 
listened mostly. What were my thoughts? How did I 
come to be there? I talked as though it were important. 
He listened as though only One Will really mattered. 

 
My night was short. After I retired to my room I sat on 
my bed savoring the absolute silence. Not even the 
distant sound of civilization was evident. I felt 
curiously restless and unsettled. I had been alone 
before and I even enjoyed my own company, yet here 
I was troubled by an internal something. I closed my 

eyes with an emotion of 
anxious anticipation. 
Having set my alarm for 
3.00am, I awoke and 
rose after only a few 
hours. Tired though I 
was, Abbot Celsus had 
indicated the time for 
Vigils, Morning Prayer, 
and I wanted every 
opportunity to immerse 
myself as fully as 
possible into Cistercian 
life. I dressed and made 
my way outside. It was 
bitterly cold and the 
wind cut me, but the 

courtyard was absent of life, wild and raw. I traversed 
my path, down a stone corridor toward the immense 
grey abbey, which stood like a steadfast fortress 
against the onslaught of progressivism.  
 
Up stairs and through passages, I finally found the 
palatial hall containing our King and there I knelt in 
veneration. “Oh God have mercy!” The monks 
shuffled in quietly one by one in their white and black 
attire. They held to their vow of silence. Something 
deep and ancient was occurring. They did not 
acknowledge me. They did not even look in my 
direction. They attended their places behind two long 
wooden rows of tables, obedient and intent. A large 
wooden crucifix hung above the altar. It bestowed an 
unmistakable essence filling the vastness of the room. 
To this day, the influence of that cross sears my 
memory and compels me back, as though my spirit 
dwelt with it. When in need of peace I close my eyes 
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and rest there. The monks began simply and ended 
simply. Their elemental chanting of the psalms was 
profoundly moving. It was a place where no concern 
existed only God. God was the focus; God was the 
goal. As they recited, “Glory be the Father…” they 
bowed. I bowed with them because for those brief 
moments I was one of them; I was one with them, in 
Him. 
 
I prayed many hours with those men in the presence of 
that cross and the Holy Eucharist. I attended all prayer 
times; Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, and 
Compline, savoring every moment. I participated in 
Holy Mass. When not in prayer, I worked with them. 
Even in work, God was present. I peeled potatoes and 
cleaned. I interacted with staff in the little gift store. I 
walked outside taking in the calm of the grounds and 
praying the Rosary. Although the monks took a vow 
of silence I had the opportunity to speak with several 
of them. One young monk in his twenties talked about 
his joy at living a life immersed in Christ. A second in 
his thirties was dedicating much time to reworking the 
beautiful Gregorian musical style of the chants I had 
been mesmerized by before. He had an advanced 
degree in music from Queens University and he spoke 
with joy at using his gift for God.  
 
A third monk I spoke to was approaching his mid 
eighties. He was a brother and I was fascinated to 
discover he had not been outside the walls of the 
abbey in sixty years. I wanted to know everything 
about his life but he was unwilling to explore the past. 
His present was all that mattered and his future was 
given to God. Who or what he was before was in the 
hands of Jesus. He offered me advice about a 
vocation. He seemed to assume that monastic life was 
my call and assumed that I was discerning a vocation 
and he offered me advice. “Your twenties is a good 
time to be entering,” he said. “At that stage you have 
experienced a little of life and you are more sure of 
where you are headed.” He longed for young faces to 
grace the walls of the monastery again. However, I 
feared he was unaware of the changes Ireland has 
endured in the sixty years he has been cloistered. 
Young men are no longer hearing God call them, 
being so engaged with a relentless and aggressive 
culture, determined to remove Catholicism. 
 
Father Celsus found much time for me. He was often 
in deep contemplation, respectfully listening to my 
words. As leader of the monastery, he prayed for its 
growth that it might once again resound with the 
footsteps of young men, to carry it forth toward the 
future. Our Lady of Bethlehem Abbey has stood in 
Portglenone since it’s founding in 1948 by the 
Trappist monks of Mount Melleray in County 
Waterford. The modern abbey has been operational 
since the 1960s. It sits on a site of 295 acres and the 
majority of that land is arable. It has all the elements 

necessary to support a family of people dedicated to 
living simply and independent of modern influence. 
People have become so busy today with technology 
and accumulating possessions, that they no longer 
know the peace of being free of responsibility and 
living for God alone. Certainly, the life of a monk 
involves work and sometime hard work, but it is more 
valuable than all the possessions in Ireland.  
 
Not many people recognize the power of monastics in 
our world. While we busy ourselves with life and 
worldly care, those simple men are praying for us. I 
once heard monasteries described as the “powerhouses 
of the world,” as they keep the world alive with their 
prayers. If they were to disappear, our world would 
crumble, and yet today, many of the monks are aging 
and few young men are replacing them. How can we 
convince young men to give up so many modern 
comforts to replace it with something more difficult, 
but ultimately a life that would fill them with true and 
absolute serenity? 
 
In today’s world, there is a great vocational crisis 
amongst young men and women. God is calling many 
to the priesthood, to monastic life, and yet those men 
cannot hear because the call is being drowned out by 
the noise of the world. It seems rare to find young men 
or women who take the time to be silent, and to listen 
to the voice of God searching, seeking relentlessly. 
We push Him away, we ignore. 
 
As my time at Portglenone monastery drew to a close, 
I considered the treasure I was leaving behind. My 
vocational call lay elsewhere. I knew that with 
certainty, but I also could not shake the voice of God 
imploring me to be silent and to listen. He was 
speaking, and he would lead me on. I could be afraid 
of nothing if I trusted Him to shepherd. God is 
whispering to us all, and if we would only let him in 
the world would be healed. 
 

 


